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Sixteenth Century Journal
XXII, No. 2, 1991

More’s Strategy of Naming in the Utopia

James Romm
Bard College

Several attempts have been made to schematize the etymological patterns
of the invented names of the Utopia, but none of these adequately accounts
for the deliberate evasiveness and inconsistency of More’s technique. The
efforts of the Dutch philologist Gerhard Vossius may serve as a case in
point: Time and again, in his attempt to derive the invented names from
Greek and Latin roots, Vossius runs into dead ends and near misses that
defeat his methodology. This is precisely the sort of no-win game More
wants his reader to engage in. Having constructed some names out of
recognizable elements, so as to suggest a coherent linguistic scheme, More
creates others which are partly or wholly undecodable, thereby undermining
the assumption that language can convey consistent or unambiguous meanings.
In this strategy of linguistic subversion More was tutored by the Greek
satirist Lucian of Samosata, with whose True Histories the Utopia has often
been compared.

LIKE HIS FELLOW HUMANISTS, THOMAS MORE was deeply interested in both
philology and semiology, and in particular in the ways these two disciplines
overlapped. For him Greek and Latin, or language in general, could at times
become a kind of code, the meanings of which could be extracted only
imperfectly or not at all.! Concerns over the relationship between language
and meaning are particularly prominent in the Utopia, a work which opens
with a “decoding” of a nonsensical quatrain (18/ 1-26),2and which contains
numerous proper names said on the one hand to derive from ancient Greek
(180/22-5) and on the other to be mere “barbarisms” signifying nothing at
all (250/12-18). Such paradoxes, and the various obstacles met by critics
attempting to resolve them, offer occasion for a new consideration of More’s
strategy of naming in the Utopia, and thereby of his relationship to Lucian’s
Vera Historia — the source and model for this kind of linguistic play. I hope
to show that the frustration of critics who have attempted a systematic

'See, for example, his discussion of Erasmus’ translation of the Greek Adyoc into Latin
sermo, in the Letter to a Monk in The Complete Works of St. Thomas More vol. 15, ed. Daniel
Kinney (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1986) 236-48; cf. xc n. 3. At the outset of this
discussion (236/15-238/4) More admits that no translation of Adyo¢ can capture its range of
meanings, and that the word would be better left untranslated, like “Alleluia” and “amen.” On
the humanists’ love of occult mysteries and their relationship to linguistic study, see Elizabeth
McCutcheon, My Dear Peter: the Ars Poetica and Hermeneutics for More’s Utopia (Angers: Moreanum,
1983) 12-13 and passim.

2All citations of Utopia are from the Yale edition, The Complete Works of St. Thomas More,
ed. E. Surtz, Jr. and J. H. Hexter, vol. 4 (New Haven, Yale University Press, 1965), and are
given according to the convention of that text, i.e. by page/line number.
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174  Sixteenth Century Journal

analysis of Utopia’s names — in particular the seventeenth-century Dutch
philologist Gerhard J. Vossius - is in fact exactly the response More meant
to evoke, in imitation of the strategies of contradiction and incongruity he,
like other humanist authors, had found in Lucian.

Vossius, in a letter entitled “De Utopia Mori ac paradoxis in illa vocabulis
agit,” conducts an extensive inquiry into the proper names of the Utopia, but
ends by complaining to his addressee that More himself has rendered the
task impossible:

I hope I have made an adequate response to your request regarding
these matters. Except perhaps you will deem that some of these
names seem to be less successfully composed, if we analyze them in
the above manner. I won’t deny it; but we must not be made to take
the blame off of More’s shoulders.?

Other, more recent commentors have attempted to pick up the analysis where
Vossius left off, but their efforts at schematization, especially in regard to
the names of Utopia’s famous peoples, have been similarly unsuccessful. Thus,
most scholars have found that More’s ethnologic names break down into
two broad categories: those which, like “Utopians,” ironically negate the
peoples they describe, and those like “Macarians” which identify some prominent
moral or ethical quality. Complicating this scheme, however, are a handful
of invented names which do not fit comfortably into either category, and
others which have been variously assigned, by different commentors, to both.
Should these anomalies, as Vossius suggests above, be attributed to a culpam
Mori? And if so, what was More’s purpose in creating such linguistic obfuscation?

Let us begin, as Vossius does, by distinguishing a group of invented
names for which More supplies his own translations, thereby himself raising
the problem of how names convey meanings. For example, the two titles
for Utopian state officers, “syphogrant” and “tranibor” in the “ancient tongue”
of the island, have since been modernized by the Utopians themselves to
“phylarch” and “protophylarch” (122/10-13). Vossius believes that, by supplying
Greek equivalents for these words, More effectively precludes the possibility
that their meanings could be independently derived from the verbal elements
they contain,* and indeed this seems to be the case; commentary on “tranibor,”
for instance, has produced no more convincing translation than “bench eater,”

*“Spero me istis satisfecisse petitioni tuae. Nisi quod fortasse judicabis subinde quaedam
feliciter minus composita videri, si hoc pacto vocabula interpretemur. Non diffiteor; sed nos
non possumus praestare culpam Mori.” G. J. Vossius, Epistola 634, Opera in Sex Tomus Divisa
(Amsterdam: P. and J. Blaev, 1695) 4:340-41.

*Morus ipse negat, haec ex Latina Graecave lingua arcessita.
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More’s Utopia 175

and that only by stretching the word’s morphology rather badly out of shape.”
Later in his letter, however, Vossius violates his own not unreasonable principle
by supplying an etymological analysis of a name which More has already
translated: “Buthrescas,” as he notes, is composed of threskos, an obscure
adjective meaning “religious,” and the intensifying prefix bou-, to give the
very sense which Hythlodaeus supplies, “religiosos.” In at least this one
instance, More’s translation paradoxically confirms that his coinage indeed
derives from standard Greek roots.

In setting up these two models of noun construction, More seems to be
elaborating an inconsistency common to Greek ethnographic writing, where
foreign names are occasionally recorded in their original language but at
other times are given in translation.® Utopia’s nominal play becomes more
complex than this, however, when the two kinds of signification are blended
together, as in the case of the Utopian festival names, “cynemernos” and
“trapemernos” (230/25-8) These have been translated by More, via Hythlodaeus,
as “primifesti” (“first feasts”) and “finifesti” (“last feasts”), but their verbal
elements also seem, at least to Vossius, vaguely Hellenic:

One might have suspected that the name should be written
“Cynemerinos,” as if it came from the word kunos [“dog”] and
hémerinos [“days”], so that it would refer to the dog days. Similarly
the other name can be thought to derive from the same hémerinos
and the word tropés [“winter solstice”], so that “winter days” would
be understood. But these analyses must cease, since the words would
in that case be from Greek, which More did not intend; otherwise
he would not have included his own translation, primifesti and finifesti.
This explanation does not fit well with the idea of a Greek origin.
The same is true of the names “syphogrant” and “tranibor”. . . .

>This and other etymologies adduced by Surtz and Hexter fail to explain why More would
have distorted the roots thranos (“bench”) and boros (“eater”) so as to render them barely
intelligible, a procedure he never follows elsewhere. Similarly the grant element of “syphogrant”
has no conceivable connection to Greek, save by a process Surtz and Hexter term “manipulation”
(400). The Yale editors’ further attempt to make the first element of “tranibor” adverbial -
deriving it from tranos, “clear,” to give the meaning “plain eater” — manifestly violates the
normal pattern of noun formation, both in Greek generally and elsewhere in the Utopia. Marie
Delcourt, L’'Utopie (1936; reprinted, Geneva: Droz, 1983), 22-23 and n. 1 correctly observes
that these words are, as Vossius had deduced, unintelligible.

$Thus Herodotus, Histories 4.27, for example, at one point explains the name “Armaspians”
as the barbarian equivalent of “One-eyes,” thereby drawing attention to the unintelligibility of
other, untranslated foreign names. The incongruity becomes especially apparent when Herodotus
discusses foreign gods: some are referred to by Greek names, others retain their barbarian
identities, and some are “translated” into Greek equivalents. See I. Linforth, “Greek Gods and
Foreign Gods in Herodotus,” University of California Publications in Classical Philosophy 9 (1926):
23 ff.
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176  Sixteenth Century Journal

It would be an empty labor, to derive the roots of these names from
the Greek.”

This halting, on-again-off-again attempt at etymological explication reveals
the incongruity built into More’s nomenclatural scheme: the festival names
seem to Vossuis to hint at a deeper meaning than that which Hythlodaeus
supplies, but the counterexample of “tranibor” and “syphogrant” puts an
abrupt end to this type of speculation. Variations in nominal construction
therefore create larger discontinuities in the meanings of names, derailing
the commentator’s quest for coherence.

Similar discontinuities, moreover, can be observed within larger groups
of More’s coined names, especially in the largest group, those which designate
the countries and peoples described by his narrator Hythlodaeus. Here we
must reject the view of Dorsch® that all of Utopia’s coined names serve, like
the title itself, to disclaim or ironize the entities for which they stand.
“Macarians” in Book I (96/12), for instance, has no such function, unless
we presume that a “blessed” race is a self-evident impossibility in More’s
scheme of things. A more prominent case is that of “Zapoletans” or “Profiteers”
in Book II (206/8), the name of the mercenary people who hire themselves
out to any paying customer. Here, in fact, More has fashioned the name not
as an ironic jest but as an attack on a practice which, to judge by the
vehemence of Hythlodaeus’ several remarks on the subject (cf. 62/29 ff.),
he clearly detested. Granted, the construction of this name is more obscure
than that of “Macarians,” since its first element, za-, represents a rare dialectical
variant of the intensifying prefix dia-, and poletae, a nonce-word from the
verb poles (“to sell”), looks rather confusingly like the suffix politai (“citizens”
more common in ethnographic contexts. Nevertheless “Zapoletans” finally
admits of only one interpretation, so that we must presume its obscurity to
be another strategy in More’s etymological game. Like the “cynemernos”
which so tempted Vossius, puzzle-words of this type invite us to come after
them in search of larger significance, suggesting a kind of encryption which
must be decoded to be understood.

Indeed, the arcane construction of “Zapoletans” seems to imply that
Hythlodaeus’ critique of mercenary soldiery is aimed at some particular race
within More’s own purview; such, a least, was the inference drawn by the

"poterat aliquis suspicari Cynemerinos scribendum, quasi esset a kunos vocabulo, et hémerinos,
et vocabula tropés, puta cheimerinés ut brumalis dies attendatur. sed cessare haec commenta debent,
quando sic voces forent 2 Graecis, quod noluit Morus; qui alioqui non apposuisset interpretationem,
primifesti et finifesti. Nec sane explicatio ista convenit Graecanicae origini. Neque aliter de
Syphogranti et Tranibori nominibus. . . . Inanis operae fit, nominum istorum etuma vel a
Graecis arcessere.

8T. S. Dorsch, “Sir Thomas More and Lucian: An Interpretation of Utopia,” Neueren
Sprachen 203 (1967): 352-53; seconded by Douglas Duncan, Ben Jonson and the Lucianic Tradition
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979) 68-69.
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More’s Utopia 177

author of Utopia’s marginal notes (perhaps Erasmus), who here remarks, in
his only attempt to reveal specific referents below the surface of the text,
“gens haud ita dissimilis Eluetis” (at 206/09). Whether or not the Swiss are
indeed More’s target, it is significant that Utopia’s earliest reader saw in this
invented name a veiled polemic against a very real and proximate political
abuse. The more specific and prescriptive More’s verbal coinages, the more
closely they border on code, just as - to extend the same principle to topographical
inventions — his detailed descriptions of the Utopian landscape have seemed
to some interpreters to demand correlation with that of England.’ Such
particulars engage a heuristic impulse in the reader which struggles to systematize
and assign significance; we find it difficult to believe that they may have
been composed at random, or without any larger pattern in mind.

Some interpreters have indeed attempted to apply the model established
by “Zapoletans” more widely; James Simmonds, for example, suggests that
the names of all the non-Utopian peoples in Book II of Utopia have a similarly
opaque ethical meaning, while those that describe the Utopians themselves
are entirely of the self-negating variety.'” The scheme holds true only in its
very loosest outlines. Simmonds’ etymologies, derived in part from an English
translation attributed to Goitein, often require us to impart strained or unnatural
meanings to More’s Greek; and he neglects to explain why no comparable
scheme governs Utopia’s first book, where, for example, we find the names
“Macarians” as well as “Achorians” (“Nowherites”) both assigned to
non-Utopians. Worse, Simmonds ignores the fact that the poet-laureate of
Utopia, Anemolius (20/1), shares his name with a foreign race, the Anemolians
of the Book II embassy scene (152/28 ff.) The coincidence invalidates the
idea that More linguistically distinguishes Utopian and non-Utopian names,
even though the contrast between “Utopians” and “Zapoletans” - the former
a name which proclaims its referent to be non-existent, the latter seemingly
a pointed reference to a very real European nation — might have led us to
that conclusion. In Simmonds’ case, then, as in that of Vossius, an initially
promising analysis of More’s naming breaks down if we attempt to apply it
more widely.

The flaws in Simmonds’ scheme become especially apparent in the case
of names like “Nephelogetae” (200/19 ff.), which although clearly Greek

Surtz and Hexter, Complete Works, 392: “More has given Amaurotum some of the traits
and features of London, which he undoubtedly longed to see sanitary and fair - like Amaurotum.”
While it is inevitable that More would incorporate into his inventions some details drawn from
his own surroundings, the clear implication here is that the correspondence was deliberately
and systematically constructed as an attack on social wrongs.

'%Tames Simmonds, “More’s Use of Names in Book II of Utopia,” Neueren Sprachen n.f.
10 (1961): 282-84, with references to H. Goitein, ed., Utopia (New York, 1925). The discussion
of nomenclature by André Prévost, L’Utopie de Thomas More (Angers: Moreanum, 1978) 139-40,
which recognizes the wide diversity of formations within the group, provides a useful corrective
to Simmonds’ scheme.
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178  Sixteenth Century Journal

in origin do not easily fit either the pattern of Utopian self-negation or of
non-Utopian ethical satire. Vossius again reveals the nature of the problem
when he attempts to recast this name, using even more force here than he
had done earlier with “cynemernos”:

I would prefer “Nephelogenetae”; vepeAoyeverar would be “those
born from cloud,” that is, as unreal as the centaurs of poetry, of
whom you would say vepeloyeverv and vepeloyeverar because
they are said to have been begotten by Ixion from a cloud.!!

Vossius correctly points out that the second element here, getés, has no evident
meaning, although it comes maddeningly close to genetae, a form that would
have made the resulting name perfectly intelligible. Instead we are left with
an indeterminate sense of “cloud” that does not apply to its referent in any
readily apparent way, yet which, in its very obscurity, seems to require some
sort of explanation. That is, the half-formed name leaves us dangling between
intelligibility and nonsense, a median position from which any heuristically-
minded reader, like Vossius, strives immediately to extricate himself.!?

Vossius® frustration can moreover be replicated by modern readers, who
attempt to analyze “Nephelogetae” with the help of the Yale commentary.
The editors of this work cite a variety of possible meanings for the name,
including the one Vossius attempted to create, “born from a cloud” (derived
from what is termed a “syncopated” form of genetae), and that proposed by
Simmonds and Goitein, “‘people under a cloud,’ i.e. a cloud of oppression”
(because they are set upon by their foes the Alaopolitans). That is to say, we
are faced with the same unresolved dichotomy we encountered earlier, between
a self-negating meaning and a reference to a particular social abuse, contained
this time within the various explanations of a single name. Nor do the literary
parallels cited by Surtz and Hexter help to alleviate our distress: for we are
given the examples of Lucian’s Nephelokentauroi or “Cloud-centaurs,” and
Aristophanes’ Nephelokokkygia or “Cloudcuckooland,” alongside Homer’s
august and grandiloquent epithet for the god Zeus, nephelégereta or
“cloud-gatherer.” Here our editors yoke together the ironically self-negating
sense of the nephelos verbal element in Greek comedy and satire, with the
far more stately and substantive Homeric usage, replicating at the level of
literary reminiscence the split between sense and nonsense.

The Yale editors, while offering no clear preference of their own from
among these alternatives, imply that it is incumbent upon us to make such
a choice; but in this, I believe, they have missed the importance of More’s

""Malim autem “Nephelogenetae”; veperoyeverarautem ex nube geniti, hoc est, commentitii
aeque ac poétarum centauri, quos VEQEAOYEVETAI et VEPeAoyevetal dixeris quia ab Ixione ex
nube geniti dicuntur.

12We might compare the discomfort caused by the so-called “tip-of-the-tongue state,”
when a verbal meaning becomes stuck in this half-resolved condition.
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More’s Utopia 179

carefully constructed verbal ambiguity. Surely it is no accident that
“Nephelogetae” here can be analyzed as either a self-negation or as a meaningful
ethical critique, since the Utopia as a whole consistently and deliberately
treads a median line between these two poles. Meaning and nonsense are
carefully held in equipoise throughout the work, a form of irony cultivated
by More, and other humanist authors, from out of the pages of Lucian. It is
the same ambiguity, moreover, which presents itself in Utopia’s very title,
another paradox which has caused Vossius, as well as Scaliger before him,
to throw up his hands in despair.!> With its first element balanced perfectly
between ou and eu, as Anemolius’ opening hexastich reveals (20/4-9), the
name can mean either “Noplace” or “Fine place” - or rather, as was undoubtedly
More’s intent, both at once. The fact that “Nephelogetae” also invites
interpretation at both the ethical and ironic level, therefore, seems to be part
of Utopia’s larger strategy of assigning double-edged significance to its inventions;
the text always seeks to place us in this median zone where meanings suggest
themselves but fail to emerge fully.'

In fact, once this duplicitous strategy has been recognized, we can discern
it in several of Utopia’s more puzzling names. Thus “Anemolians,” like
“Nephelogetae,” mixes a substantive, ethically oriented meaning taken from
Homer with a self-negating one found in Lucian: In their vain desire to
impress the Utopians, the Anemolians are certainly “windy” in the Homeric
sense of “boastful,” but at the same time they share in the meaning Lucian
suggests when referring to astrology as logon pseudea kai anemdlion, a “false
and windy discipline.”’® Both connotations of the adjective were certainly
known to More, and he seems to have preserved the ambiguity between
them quite intentionally. Similarly “Alaopolitans” can be analyzed, as Vossius

13“Sane ne ipsa quidem vox Utopie satis commode conficta.” The passage of Scaliger which
Vossius, Animadversionum in Controversos Titii Locos, 10.9, cites in support seems to be concerned
with More’s morphological accuracy rather than his meaning. Budé seems to have been similarly
troubled by the linguistic impropriety of the formation, since, in his prefatory letter to the 1517
edition, he suggests a variant Udepotia (10/2) so as to form a legitimate Greek word (12/25).

%The ambiguity is described as “not certain” in Surtz and Hexter, Complete Works, comment
on “Utopus,” 385; see the sources cited there. The fact that More had originally intended to
name the island Nusquama proves little, since he obviously had some reason for changing this
plan; see R. S. Sylvester, “si Hythlodaeo credimus’: Vision and Revision in More’s Utopia,” in
Essential Articles for the Study of Thomas More, ed. R. S. Sylvester and G. P. Marc’hadour (Hamden,
Conn.: Archon Books, 1977), 290-91.

3For varying assessments of how Utopia ‘means’ in ways that defy traditional kinds of
interpretation, see Walter R. Davis, “Thomas More’s Utopia as Fiction,” Centennial Review 24
(1980): 249-68; Richard Helgerson, “Inventing Noplace, or the Power of Negative Thinking,”
Genre 15 (1982): 101-21; A. R. Heiserman, “Satire in the Utopia,” PMLA 78 (1963): 163-74,
and Adele Chené, “La proximité et la distance dans I’Utopie de Thomas More,” Renaissatice and
Reformation 9 (1985): 277-88. On the question of the half-formed signifier I am deeply indebted
to Geoffrey Harpham’s discussion of grotesque forms in art, in On the Grotesque: Strategies of
Contradiction in Art and Literature (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1982), chaps. 1-3.

1] ucian, De Astrologia , 2.
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points out, either as a-lao-politai or alao-politai, so as to refer either to “‘dwellers
in the city of the blind,” given to a people who oppress another with ‘an
unjust accusation under the colour of justice™;'” or more simply, as “cives
ex nullo regionis populo” (Vossius). Here, in other words, an ambiguity of
formation, rather than connotation, creates another ‘toss-up’ situation in
which an ethically pointed meaning is held in suspension with a self-negating
one; and again, More’s duplicity is perfectly mirrored in the ambivalence of
subsequent interpretive efforts.

More’s model for this catch-me-if-you-can etymological game was
undoubtedly Lucian, and in particular the one Lucianic work which peers
out from behind Utopia’s ironic veils at every turn, the Vera Historia.'® This
fantastical travelogue delights in coining compound names for foreign places
and peoples, but, if we look for a consistent scheme of thought governing
these names, we shall come away as frustrated as Vossius; Lucian simply does
not make things that easy. To take one prominent example, the description
of the world inside a whale’s belly at the end of Vera Historia 1 (34-35),
creates names for a wide array of peoples, most of which blend human
physiology with that of marine creatures: “Crab-hands,” “Tuna-heads,”
“Flounder-feet,” and the like. But amid this list occurs the more troublesome
“Tritonomendetes,” seemingly a compound of Tritén, the monstrous Greek
sea god, and Mendes, an obscure Egyptian word meaning “goat.” Whatever
meaning (if any) this word is meant to convey,'” the anomaly it creates throws
an otherwise coherent series of names into disarray. And again, as in More’s
case, the effect of this disruption can be gauged by the division it has caused
among interpreters:

Quelques commentateurs demandent ici quelle analogie il peut y
avoir entre des pieds de bouc et la forme d’une belette; mais nous
pensons que le mot Tritono-mendetes est ici une dénomination vague

17_]ames Simmonds, “More’s Use of Names,” quoting Goitein.

"8Eor More’s reliance on this work, radically understated by Surtz and Hexter, see Duncan,
Jonson and Lucianic Tradition, and Dorsch, “More and Lucian,” 349-51. For the general question
of Lucian’s influence on More, see Bracht Branham, “Utopian Laughter: Lucian and Thomas
More,” Moreana 86 (1985): 23-43; Warren W. Wooden, “Thomas More and Lucian: A Study
in Satiric Influence and Technique,” University of Mississippi Studies in English 13 (1972): 43-57,
and Alistair Fox, Thomas More: History and Providence (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1982),
35-45.

195ee J. Winkler, “Lucian’s Tritonomendetes (True History, 1.35)” in Classical World 73
(1980): 304-5 for one possible interpretation, which nevertheless fails to reconcile the name
with the image Lucian supplies — that of a creature made up of the upper half of a man, the
bottom half of a swordfish.
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More’s Utopia 181

et qu’on ne doit point toujours chercher une exacte analogie entre
la définition d’une chose et sa dénomination.?

The debate recorded here closely parallels that over Utopia’s toponymy, in
that here as well the arcanity of an invented name poses itself, at least to
some commentators, as a puzzle that demands an arcane solution; while
others, like the editor quoted above, sense that the text’s entire scheme of
signification has simply fallen apart.

Perhaps the most telling of the paradoxical names employed by More
in the Utopia, “morosophi” or “wise fools,” was taken straight out of Lucian,?!
although in this case from the Alexander (40) rather than the Vera Historia.
Although the word is not used by Lucian as a proper noun, More practically
converts it into one by capitalizing it in the one passage where it appears, a
discussion of the French practice of employing a standing army even during
times of peace:

Evidently it seems to the Morosophi that their public safety lies in
this: Whether they have a strong and stable garrison at the ready,
made up in particular of veterans.??

The absence of any demonstrative pronoun here makes “Morosophi” a virtual
stand-in for “French,” who have been identified only as a country rather
than as a polity in the passage just prior to this. Here, then, is yet another
twist in More’s nomenclatural game: by renaming a very real people with a
Lucianic coinage, in this very first instance of ironical naming, he further
undermines our sense that names will allow us to distinguish between real
and fantastic entities, or to properly locate nodes of signification.?

20_]ean Baudoin in the 1613 translation of the Oeuvres de Lucien de Samosate, cited by René
Guise in Pour une étude de I’Histoire Véritable de Lucien traduite par Pierre D’ Ablancourt (Nancy:
Université de Nancy, 1977), 28. The comments by Ballu and Grimal cited on the same page
reveal similar confusion.

2'The word “Morosophi,” like other Lucianic coinages, made a vivid impression not only
on More but on other great humanists of the age as well; we find it once in Rabelais and several
times in the works of Erasmus, including one prominent usage near the beginning of the
Encomium Moriae. See the discussion by Craig R. Thompson, “Some Greek and Grecized Words
in Renaissance Latin,” American Journal of Philology 64 (1943): 333-35. The word seems to have
appealed to humanist authors for its savor of spoudogeloion, the ludic mode of satire they so
cherished in Lucian and other “seriocomic” authors. The oxymoron it contains assimilates it to
the very brand of human folly it is meant to rebuke, leaving us at a loss regarding the tone, or
even the identity, of speaking voice; at the same time the freakish neologism imparts a giddy
sense of creative freedom, bespeaking the author’s ability to create words, and things, at will.

Znempe quod Morosophis visum est, in ea sitam esse publicam salutem, si in promptu

semper adsit validum, firmumque praesidium, maxime veteranorum.

ZThe fact that the French “Morosophi” are herein attacked for hiring mercenaries, the
same flaw for which the Zapoletans (Swiss?) in Book II are blamed by way of their invented
name, further complicates the paradox: moral attributes seem to have taken on a life of their
own in this text, becoming in some sense more real that the peoples to whom they attach.
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182  Sixteenth Century Journal

For the reader, of course, the temptation to meddle in these nomenclatural
mysteries is quite strong, especially since several of them seem to be verging
on a solution. More lures us into his game by arousing our instinctive desire
for verbal signification, but then frustrates that desire by keeping fulfillment
just out of reach. Like the commentator whose marginal note attempts to
identify the referent of “Zapoletans,” we sense incipient meanings taking
shape out of recognizable verbal elements, but if we grasp at these meanings
in an effort to articulate them fully we find nothing in our hands but formless
putty. In this way the names of Utopia are only a single, especially illustrative
instance of the larger strategies which govern the work as a whole, and
which are, moreover, an integral aspect of all fabulous voyage literature: our
need to create a one-to-one mapping of words onto things, or of real places
onto invented ones, is first invoked, then defeated when those mappings fail
to cohere. If we play the game in the same spirit of “merry jest” in which
the author offers it to us, the tension of the unresolved meanings can be a
source of pleasure; if we take it too seriously, however, we will end, like
Vossius, by stamping out feet in frustration and walking away.

To conclude, then, we can see that Vossius, and other commentators
like him, have become lost in the verbal labyrinth More constructs out of
Utopia’s names, vainly following avenues of interpretation that eventually
turn into blind alleys. Furthermore More has ingeniously baited them with
their own most cherished pursuit, philology; for what linguistic scholar can
resist the challenge of a code, especially one based on familar Greek roots?
In fact, More’s own last word on the subject of nomenclature, contained in
a letter to Peter Giles appended to the 1517 edition,?* reveals that the more
learned members of the audience had been the particular butt of his joke:

Thus if I had done nothing else than simply insert the names of
prince, river, city, island so as to warn the more expert readers that
the island was nowhere, the city invisible, and the river waterless,
the prince lacking a people — which would not have been hard to
do, and would have been much clerverer than what I actually did -
I am not so obtuse as to have wished to use those barbarous and
meaningless names, Utopia, Anydrus, Amaurotum, and Ademus,
unless the need to observe historical accuracy had compelled me.
(250/11-18)%

%40On this letter see E. Surtz, Jr., “More’s Apologia pro Utopia Sua,” MLQ 19 (1958): 319-24,
and Elizabeth McCutcheon, My Dear Peter, 55-58, and the review of L’Utopie et la Lanternois in
Moreana XIX no. 73 (1981): 41-42.

25Itaque si nihil aliud ac nomina saltem principis, fluminis urbis insulae posuissem talia,
quae peritiores admonere possent, insulam nusquam esse, urbem evanidam, sine aqua fluvium,
sine populo esse principem, quod neque factu difficile fuisset et multo fuisset lepidius quam ego
feci, qui nisi me fides coegisset hystoriae non sum tam stupidus ut barbaris illis uti nominibus
et nihil signficantibus, Utopiae, Anydri, Amauroti, Ademi voluissem.
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More’s Utopia 183

By casting himself as the bumbling “stupidus,” in contrast to the learned
“peritiores” who have become caught in his etymological trap, More dons
the familar mask of Socrates, the sage whose wisdom comes out of not
knowing: ultimately, he seems to say, the only interpretation of his names
which carries any weight is that which reveals no meaning in them at all.
However, the contorted grammar of the sentence in which this is expressed®
defies our efforts to pin down his precise meaning, and moreover seems to
give more weight to the naming strategy the author claims to reject than
that which he actually uses. Evidently More intended his one retrospective
statement on the nomenclatural problem to increase, rather than resolve, its
complexity, and thereby to poke fun at those already attempting a solution.

One name I have not discussed herein is that of the narrator, Raphael
Hythlodaeus, but it should be clear by this point how this coinage establishes
a pattern which governs the others we have examined. In a work largely
dedicated to showing that ““Nonsense’ is well worth hearing out, well worth
arguing with,”?’ it should not surprise us to find the very signifying power
of language called into question by the irregular and irrelevant operations
performed on its constitutive elements. The struggles of subsequent philologists,
like Vossius, to decipher these riddles serve to prove More’s larger point,
that a naive faith in inflexible linguistic - or political - systems only leads
to befuddled perplexity when those systems prove less regular and more
open-ended than had been apparent. The victory in this game of etymological
hide-and-go-seek finally belongs to More himself, who has hidden his nominal
meanings in a way which seems to require that we uncover them, but who
gives us shifting and contradictory clues as to where we should look; and
who, moreover, only watches in detached amusement as we blunder about
in the wrong direction.

% have tried in the above translation to preserve some of the extraordinary grammatical
complexity of the sentence, which the Yale version forfeits for the sake of clarity. Since the
apodosis of the condition is made subordinate by the relative pronoun qui, the sentence actually
has no main verb.

?John Traugott, “A Voyage to Nowhere with Thomas More and Jonathan Swift,” Sewanee
Review 69 (1971): 559.
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